"He who pays the piper...": the crisis of authority during Yarrabah's foundation era by Smith, Paul
"HE WHO PAYS THE PIPER...": THE CRISIS OF AUTHORITY DURING YARRABAH'S 
FOUNDATION ERA 
Mr. P. Smith 
During the eighteenth century there were two developments in 
western civilization that influenced the course of history for all 
mankind. The American and French revolutions challenged the legitimacy 
of established governments in the name of the "rights of man", and the 
harnessing of steam power raised for the first time in history the 
prospect of ultimately overcoming poverty. A social class arose which, 
bent on self-improvement, threw off apathy, cherished ambition, combined 
it with sobriety and thrift, and in pursuit of its aims, sought 
political power. It was this social force, which under the guise of 
commerce, imperialism and the missionary movement, impinged upon ancient 
cultures in Africa and Asia. The Biblical belief that God had given man 
dominion over the earth was partly what lay behind the impulse to 
emigrate and explore, and the agressiveness of western man. Those whose 
faith experience motivated them to inform themselves of the whole 
content of the Bible however, combined its essential and focal 
prescription to "make disciples of all nations" with the emerging social 
conviction that all men had the right to control their own lives. Thus 
the missionary movement was part of the bourgeois revolution in the west. 
But in extending its doctrines to the whole of mankind it collided with 
those whose vision of "man" extended to, but not beyond the Black Sea or 
thereabouts. 
Missionaries readily accepted the official doctrine of 
trusteeship which had as its ultimate objective the independence of 
colonised peoples. With health care and education they sought the 
realisation of this objective as well as the extension of Christendom. 
They intended to be agents of social change. In the event they were 
also the principal providers of social services in the custom dominated 
and impoverished societies disintegrating under the impact of 
westernisation. However only a minority of people in the west supported 
the missions financially. Governments did very little to help. So in 
spite of the enormous effort on the part of those who did contribute, 
that effort, measured against the vastness of the need, was inadequate. 
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In due course it was seen as social services provided on the cheap by 
the colonisers. This was not without justification, considering the 
unanimity with which missionaries, government officials and traders 
alike, spoke of the "Civilising and Christianising mission of the west", 
as though they were all acting with one mind and will. I'/hen 
decolonisation in the twentieth century did see the people taking 
control of their own lives, they found that they could not afford the 
expensive health care systems that had done so much to raise their 
standard of living and expectations, and that the education systems they 
inherited did not meet the real needs of emerging nations. Hence there 
was widespread resentment of these services, intended as the response to 
perceived need, as unwarranted impositions. 
This was not an inevitable result of missionary work, because 
missionaries whose vision of a just world was seen in terms of their own 
experience at home, moved towards a redefinition of objectives once they 
began to work with other people. They were frustrated by the policies 
of people living in comfortable isolation at home. They example of 
de Noblll in India and Ricci in China are classic cases. Once good 
transport and communications put the missionary societies in constant 
contact with their agents overseas, they began to take control of 
missionary policy. Moreover, when missionary work became respectable 
and attracted better educated and affluent candidates, there was a 
reversal of the trend towards an early hand over to a native clergy, 
assumed to be possible and necessary by the earlier working class 
missionaries whose own rise up the social ladder at home motivated them 
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to encourage others to be their own masters. 
This pattern of development in British missions in Africa and 
Asia during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was replicated 
to the last detail at Yarrabah. In seventeen years its founders made 
significant if cautious progress towards creating an Aboriginal clergy, 
and setting the people they served on a path to rebuilding their own 
lives within the Australian community that was still taking shape in 
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North Queensland. But the Bishop of North Queensland shut the door on 
the first possibility by declaring that he would never ordain 
Aborigines to the priesthood. The second, implying the transformation 
of North Queensland into a frontier society, which by its coming to a 
just accommodation with the Aborigines might have influenced the whole 
of Australian society, was never more than a long term possibility which 
its fotmders could ,do no more than initiate. Once that process had 
begun it was no longer appropriate to do anything "for" the people. The 
/point had been reached where, as in countless situations in A'frica and 
Asia, serving relationships would be transformed into the oppressive 
relationships of patronage and paternalism, unless a radical develop-
ment in missionary policy occurred. It was necessary at that point for 
missionaries to abandon rigid policies and to begin livine "with" the 
people in a dialoglcal relationship. This proved to be difficult even 
for the founders of Yarrabah whose vision and experience prompted them 
to structure their whole operation in a way that they believed would 
involve the people in the management of their own lives. How much more 
likely was it that their successores, attuned to a policy rather than a 
vision, would be the unwitting and well intentioned obstacles to the 
very outcome they were striving for. How the vision was frustrated and 
in the end replaced by the policy of the missionary establishment is the 
subject of this paper. 
Yarrabah was founded by the Gribble family whose vision of 
justice for the Aborigines was well established by the time they came to 
be associated with the Australian Board of Missions: the equivalent 
in Australia of the missionary societies in Britain, except that it was 
the official missionary organ of the Anglican Church in Australia. John 
Gribble had founded missions on the Murrumbidgee in New South Wales and 
the Gascoyne in Western Australia. He encountered settler hostility In 
both places, but especially the latter, when attempts to expose 
atrocities against Aborigines led to his having to leave Western 
Australia for his own safety. On coming to North Queensland he found 
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the same response from settlers in Cairns and suffered the suspicion of 
officials of Church and State as well. 
For two and a half months he worked at a frenetic pace, clearing 
land, building a mission house, establishing vegetable gardens, 
attempting to find a reliable land route to Cairas, exploring the reserve 
to plan agricultural and live stock developments and many other tasks. 
He was severely handicapped by chronic illness and his inability to get 
on with his assistant. Nevertheless in that very short time he laid such 
substantial foundations that when he collapsed from illness his son Ernest, 
who had decided not to follow his father in a missionary career, was 
induced to carry on the work. Yarrabah owes its existence to John Gribble, 
because without his having made a beginning Ernest Gribble would not have 
done so, nor probably have become a missionary. 
Shortly after Ernest's arrival the first Aborigines settled 
permanently at the mission. Until 1897 it was mainly the local 
Goonganjee tribe that the mission served. Thereafter the mission 
population expanded by the addition of Aborigines from many parts of 
Queensland and the other colonies as a result of the protection Act of 
that year. Like a sacrament - a sign which affects what it signifies -
the settlement of Yarrabah gradually expanded to include mission house, 
church, dormitories, huts for married people, schools, theological 
college, workshop, accommodation for domestic animals, gardens, 
recreation grounds and so forth, to signify a life rescued from 
exploitation and destruction. To foster self-reliance and industry -
the substance of the new life - agriculture, grazing and fishing 
industries were nurtured at satelite settlements throughout the reserve. 
These were managed by the people who live in them. The central 
settlement and the overall policy of the whole mission was managed by a 
council comprised of confirmed Christians elected by the whole 
population, and mission staff. By this means Yarrabah gradually became 
a Christian community of some note. The number of people who became 
Christians was more than encouraging to the missionaries. The children 
did well by prevailing standards at school. Marriages multiplied. The 
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ratio of deaths and births decreased and natural increase added to the 
rate of population growth. The most significant evidence of its having 
become a Christian community was its own missionary activity to 
Aborigines further afield. By 1909, when Ernest Gribble departed, as 
his father had before him because of ill health, Yarrabah had long been 
thought of^  as a higlily successful mission - a model for others to 
emulate. 
To those who were intimately acquainted with its management 
however, it was clear that pioneering attitudes were in urgent need of 
review. The vigorous community which Gribble had nurtured had outgrown 
his capacity to administer it. In addition there were other factors 
which had threatened its continued prosperity. The site, though better 
than those selected for other missions, and thought at the time to be 
eminently suitable, was unsatisfactory. The general hostility of the 
surrounding community, which decreased as the mission became more 
widely acclaimed, persisted just below the surface, ready to emerge at 
the slightest hint of trouble, and contributed in a very direct way to 
another problem; the lack of finance. This was never adequate to meet 
even basic needs, making it necessary to operate less than efficiently. 
A shortage of manpower added to the strain on those coping with 
deficiencies in diet and health care. All of the factors may well have 
brought the mission to shipwreck in any event: as it happened however 
there was another contributing factor: a conflict within the Church that 
emerged in two separate, though in the event, connected ways, between 
Gribble and the Australian Board of Missions, and between the Bishop of 
North Queensland and the Primate. This conflict reproduced in Australia 
the same pattern of growing influence from some central authority that 
led to the serious erosion of what missionaries had been achieving in 
Africa and Asia. It may be that this conflict in the Yarrabah 
experience settled the issue of authority for all other missons operated 
by the Australian Board of Missions. And finally in Yarrabah itself the 
conflict accounts for the frustration of some of Cribble's most important 
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aims, because it affected the supply of money and therefore the whole 
operation of the mission. 
Was Yarrabah the personal domain of the Gribbles. with a 
legitimate claim on the resources of Church and State? Or were the 
Gribbles more rightly to be considered the agents of Church and State? 
The Gribbles tended to act upon the former proposition and the 
Queensland Government and the Australian Board of Missions on the latter. 
Neither view, however, asserted to the exclusion of the other is adequate. 
Anyone contemplating the style of the Apostle Paul, the greatest 
missionary ever to have lived, would have seen that he held both 
dimentions of missionary outreach in a dynamic - or dialoglcal -
relationship, claiming for himself as the person on location the freedom 
to respond to the needs of that situation, but within the overall mission 
of the Church. The relevance of this for subsequent missionaries and 
missionary societies is that if a central authority has a broader 
experience and access to greater expertise, the individual missionary's 
demands upon the resources and capabilities of the central body are a far 
more accurate index of the real need than the policies devised by people 
in comfortable isolation. It should not be thought a scandal when 
controversy arises from the dialogue between the two, for that is the 
way the incomplete proceeds to completion. The scandal is when one 
prevails over the other. In Yarrabah, neither view was able to prevail 
during the foundation era. The Gribbles needed the support of the 
funding body. The Australian Board of Missions, conscious of its poor 
record in missionary work among Aborigines, needed someone who was 
willing to pioneer the mission. Both parties realised their mutual 
dependence, but under the circumstances each cotild only press its own 
claim and let the outcome decide its limits. So while Gribble pushed 
himself, his staff, and their resources to the limit of their capacities 
and demanded more finance and personnel to do more work, the Board 
countered with restrictions that were sometimes defensible and sometimes 
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arbitrary, but which always called into question the extent of Cribble's 
authority at Yarrabah. 
An example of an arbitrary and regretable decision of a Board 
out of touch with the actual needs of the situation was the indirect 
order to cease taking the Yarrabah band on fund-raising tours. - This 
caused loss to the mission's revenue, but more importantly, it reduced 
its effectiveness. Concerts were a useful means of countering public 
antipathy towards the mission. They were also helpful to the people 
involved, being opportunities, however slight, to build the confidence 
that would eventually enable them to assert their own right to self-
determination . 
On another occasion, after one of a series of visits by Gribble 
to Eraser Island to negotiate certain administrative arrangements, the 
Primate wrote personally to Gribble saying that he did not want such 
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visits to become a regular event. Gribble could have treated this as 
an offensive presumption, but his case would not have been so defensible, 
nor the Primate's so groundless as was the Board's in the previous 
example, because there was another seriously complicating factor involved -
whether or not Episcopal supervision of the mission implied temporal 
authority over it. The claim of the Bishop of North Queensland to temporal 
authority in Yarrabah was disputed by the Australian Board of Missions. 
The claim had implications for the entire operation of the mission, and 
needed to be settled if serious disputes were to be averted. The issue 
which appears to have called this dispute into existence was Cribble's 
initiatives regarding the Eraser Island mission some years earlier. 
The mission at Fraser Island was conducted by the Archdiocese 
of Brisbane rather than the Australian Board of Missions. In 1900 it 
became necessary to reassess its operations, and Gribble was thought to 
be an obvious person to consult. He visited the mission and made 
administrative arrangements which involved Yarrabah personnel. On the 
assumption that the Bishop of North Queensland was the temporal authority 
in Yarrabah and therefore the appropriate authority, not only to admit 
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personnel to official positions in the Church's work in his dioceses, but 
also to supervise - or even if he chose, to personally direct - their 
operations, these arrangements were executed through the ecclesiastical 
machinery of the Queensland province. The Australian Board of Missions 
was incensed at what it considered an incursion by the Queensland province 
into the jurisdiction of the Primate in his capacity as President of the 
Australian Board of Missions. 
Both sides of this dispute had merit. The Board had operated 
missions in Melanesia where in the beginning there was no Bishop, and 
therefore had to take a definitive role in policy making. From this 
experience it had built up assumptions about its role in missionary work 
which when applied to its Australian operations may have caused difficulty, 
depending on the attitude of the local Bishop. The Bishop of North 
Queensland for his part was acting in accordance with one school of 
thought of ecclesiastical matters. It was not entirely defensible 
however because this somewhat medieval view of his role not only had no 
precedent in Australia, but from an historical point of view would be 
very difficult to justify. At this point either could have been right. 
But there are limits beyond which either would have destroyed the 
credibility of its case. The Primate, and therefore the Board, came 
periously close to doing just this in a claim regarding the licensing 
of two of Cribble's Islander assistants as lay readers. Before outlining 
that incident however it is necessary to relate another event which added 
to the Board's concern. 
In April 1900, the Board noted that the Queensland Government 
had recently appointed Gribble as Superintendent of the Reserve. Until 
then, whether by authority of the Bishop of North Queensland or the 
Australian Board of Missions, he had been Superintendent of the Mission, 
a position acknowledged by all, including Gribble, to be limited and 
subject to an appropriate ecclesiastical authority. His appointment to 
a position which neither the Queensland provincial hierarchy nor the 
Australian Board of Missions could control gave the Australian Board of 
Missions reason to reconsider its whole posture in relation to Yarrabah. 
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The Australian Board of Missions' position vis-a-vis the Queensland 
Government was not unlike Cribble's in relation to itself. The 
Queensland Government, whether it assisted financially or not, claimed 
ultimate authority over Yarrabah. Its record of an ad hoc response to 
the needs of Aborigines and its continuing lack of a comprehensive 
policy meant that at any moment it might frustrate the Church's work 
in what the Church was doing did not suit the government. Later 
decisions by the Government, such as the proclamation of Yarrabah as an 
Industrial School - a decision that could easily have wrecked Yarrabah -
showed the Australian Board of Missions to have reason for its concern. 
Given Cribble's strong tendency to consider himself the principal policy 
maker in Yarrabah, his appointment as superintendent of the reserve was 
something of an ace in his hand. The Board protested to Gribble that he 
should have consulted the Archbishop before accepting the appointment, 
and requested his co-operation in his new secular role, with the 
Archbishop as the authority in the church as it was involved at 
Yarrabah. This incident added significantly to the weight of local 
authority, and perhaps it was in response to this that the Primate acted 
so heavy-handedly in the following incident to assert the central 
authority of the Australian Board of Missions. 
About a year and a half after the issue of Episcopal 
supervision and its implications for temporal authority was opened up by 
Cribble's first visit to Fraser Island, Gribble asked the Bishop of North 
Queensland to license two of his Islander assistants as lay readers. 
This was done to the chagrin of the Primate. He wrote to Gribble point-
ing out that "all agents at Yarrabah have been authorised by me to 
undertake duty; the application for the two natives to be licensed as 
lay readers on the settlement should have first been addressed to me." 
The Primate, in his capacity as President of the Australian Board of 
Missions, was quite right of course, given that there are two discrete 
steps involved in appointing a person to public office, and commission-
ing (i.e. licensing) him to carry out the functions of that office. But 
in this situation, for an authority other than the Bishop of North 
Queensland to appoint people to hold office in the diocese of North 
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Queensland would be tantamount to instructing the Bishop to license 
particular people as office bearers in his own diocese, with the added 
Implication that the Bishop could also be denied the right to license 
particular people as office bearers in his diocese. To license is first 
of all to appoint, and since the Bishop has an absolute right to license 
or not to license in his diocese, he must have the same right to appoint 
or not to appoint. Moreover, had the President of the Australian Board 
of Missions not been a Bishop - let alone the Primate I - the point might 
have been more readily negotiable. But the Primate was the President of 
the Australian Board of Missions precisely because he was the Primate. 
Therefore the distinction between this statement from the Primate as 
President and the Primate as Primate is academic. In practice, the 
Archbishop of Brisbane, the Bishop of North Queensland and Gribble could 
hardly be blamed for believing that the Primate - the Archbishop of 
another province, and therefore devoid of any ecclesiastical jurisdiction 
in Queensland - was presuming to exceed his authority in a manner that 
invited the strongest repudiation. 
The tug of war between the local and central claims to authority 
intensified on the basis of this unresolved difference of opinion about 
the Implications of Episcopal supervision. This question could only 
arise in the context of some other problem, such as the crisis of 
authority in Yarrabah. Having done so however, it gained a momentum of 
its own and was not laid to rest when the particular issue which called 
it forth was resolved. In spite of a temporary armistice in 1905, it 
emerged again after Cribble's departure from Yarrabah as a major factor 
in a dispute which led to the transfer of administrative responsibility 
from the Australian Board of Missions to a Queensland committee. 
In all of this, the Board had adequate reason to claim a 
definite role in policy making, for the burden of financing the mission 
fell disproportionately upon itself. The Queensland Government provided 
no money at all for a number of years, and when it did it was grossly 
inadequate. The North Queensland Corresponding Committee set up to 
finance the mission very quickly withdrew from the work leaving the 
Australian Board of Missions with all the responsibility. When it became 
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clear that this was a more or less permanent situation the Board was 
faced with the choice of closing the mission or continuing to finance it 
from its own resources. It chose the latter and not unreasonably sought 
a role in policy making. The difficulty was to discover what, in the 
circumstances, was the right role. 
For his part, Gribble was the man on the spot who lived in 
daily contact with the people and who saw their needs and experienced 
personally the impulse to serve those needs in a way that the most well 
intentioned committee man in comfortable isolation could not. This is 
what made the difference in the situations in which Gribble confronted 
the Board with what seemed like unreasonable demands. 
The first record of this conflict is in a letter to his father 
in January 1893. The North Queensland Corresponding Committee had 
directed him not to supply jprovisions to anyone but himself and his 
helpers. But, he noted, he could not find it in his heart to turn the 
g 
children adrift. It was essentially the same conflict, though in a 
situation so much more pressing, when ten years later there was a great 
need to expand the mission. The Rev. Dixon, the secretary of the 
Australian Board of Missions, wrote acknowledging Cribble's great concern 
for the children, pointing out however that other considerations made 
caution necessary. The Archbishop and the Executive Council insisted 
9 
that no debt could be undertsdcen to finance an expansion. Obviously the 
extent of the work the mission could undertake was limited by the finance 
available, and in consideration of this the Australian Board of Missions 
had a responsibility to its creditors to avoid contracting debts it could 
not meet. But if policy must be limited by finance, pressing needs must 
be made known to stimulate new sources of finance. If the Australian 
Board of Missions would not listen to Cribble's words, they could not 
avoid the impact of the debts he contracted. Debts did accimiulate. At 
one stage a Calms store refused further credit. Moreover the mission's 
account with the Australian Board of Missions was in chronic dlsaray. 
Like all the other problems associated with the foundation era this one 
was not solved until Gribble departed from Yarrabah. The consequences 
225 
P. SMITH 
of this problem were far more profound than the record so far suggests, 
for its most serious affect was in the outcome of the industrial work 
undertaken at the mission. 
The industrial work, especially fishing, but also to a 
significant extent, agriculture, became a source of funds for the mission 
through the sale of surplus produce. Summaries of the years' trading 
provides a crude index of the mission's increase in productivity. In 
1903 the value of surplus produce sold was £28.14.6, and the value of 
produce consumed was £158.17.2. In 1909 the figures were £386.14.11, and 
£503.3.4 respectively. This dramatic growth suggests that the aim of 
self-sufficiency was not unreasonably to be hoped for - given sufficient 
capital to carry out some very basic developmental programmes, such as 
draining the swamps (whicih would have reduced the chronic illness as well 
as Improved the agricultural potential). Assuming for the moment that 
the Australian Board of Missions could raise the capital (an assumption 
which in the light of the record so far may seem groundless, but which 
will be explored further on) it is possible to see how the unsettled 
issue of authority affected the finances and therefore the long term 
outcome of the mission's industrial operations. 
In an exchange of correspondence between Gribble and Dixon over 
financial matters, Gribble complained that many items of local petty 
expenditure had to be met from the already inadequate funds. Dixon 
replied that in making out the amount it contributed to Yarrabah the 
Australian Board of Missions took into consideration what was earned 
locally. In this exchange the discrepancy between Cribble's 
complaint makes visible the assumption that decisions made by him were 
unavoidable and that expenditure which followed as a consequence 
should be readily met by the Australian Board of Missions. In Dixon's 
reply the Australian Board of Missions' determination to "call the tune" 
in Yarrabah is also clear. Finance for capital works was not supplied 
during the foundation era, and the record shows that the Australian 
Board of Missions deliberately refused to consider it until the issue of 
12 
authority was settled. Whether or not this was justified, the result 
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was tragic. Without capital works the incipient Industries never had any 
chance of succeeding. The subsequent failure of those industries could 
not but have had a lamentable Impact on the Yarrabah community. 
That the Australian Board of Missions could have raised the 
large sum for capital works and a more adequate operating fund is by 
no means certain. But judging by the task it set itself it is clear that 
it expected to be more successful than it was. 
We must not rest till we have a line of 
missions all the way along the North East 
Coast of British New Guinea - till we 
have a Bishop and a far larger band of 
workers than we have at present - till in 
fact we have occupied the whole of that 
territory for Christ. And already 
Mr Gribble talks of visiting other tribes 
of Aborigines in North Queensland and of 
branching out in new directions...we must 
always realise more and more vividly the 
importance and the vastness of the work 
which lies before us in our Australia 
mission field. 
In its appeal to the membership of the Church the Australian 
Board of Missions constantly stressed the need for participation in the 
Church's missionary outreach. "A Christian who is not really In heart 
and will a missionary," wrote the Bishop of Worcester, "is not a 
Christian at all." These words go to the heart of the Church's 
existence. In every age the vitality of the Church is reflected in its 
missionary outreach. Prayer, according to the professional missionaries 
is the key. But not prayer that sits by with folded hands and waits for 
God to perform miracles, but prayer accompanied by tireless effort and 
faithful works. As a South India missionary once put it: "it is the 
height of presumption to work and not to pray; it is the height of 
hypocrisy to pray and not to work." An essential element in missionary 
outreach has always been the generosity of established congregations in 
contributing financially to the support of missions. The Australian 
Board of Missions appealed to the membership of the Church for financial 
participation in the mission. However, with one exception, the cyclone 
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appeal of 1906, the response to which exceeded all expectations, appeals 
though modest were barely met. In 1906 the annual report of the Executive 
Council noted: "If the monetary support given is to be taken as an 
expression of sympathy of the Church in Australia with efforts made for 
the conversion of the Aborigines, then we are compelled to believe that 
that sympathy is small Indeed." There appears to be little evidence to 
dispute that observation. 
There were of course many who made significant and in some 
cases regular contributions to the mission, but such assistance, valuable 
as it was, did not meet the mission's most important needs. The chronic 
poverty of the mission drew comment from its staff. The most acid 
statements came from Gribble: "If only as much enthusiasm was displayed 
in the cause of the poor aboriginal of Australia as there is in distant 
missionary effort, we should not be compelled, as we are today, to look 
on while these poor blacks are fast becoming victims to the lust and 
vices of our own race." Similar sentiments echoed in editorial materia] 
of Missionary Notes did not prevent Gribble from making a blistering 
attack on the Church and the Australian Board of Missions in an editorial 
of The Aboriginal News. In reply an editorial comment in Missionary Notes 
in February 1909 observed the necessity for a comprehensive review of 
policy before a more concerted effort to raise finance would be 
18 profitable. Indeed, the record shows that it was by then urgent for 
such a review to be undertaken. But the wording of the reply makes it 
clear that as late as 1909 the Australian Board of Missions thought it 
could be more successful in raising finance than it had been, but also thi 
it was not about to commit itself to fund raising until it was in control 
of Yarrabah. 
During this period Missionary Notes commented on the poor 
response to appeals for help and on the hardship this brought to those 
working at Yarrabah, and raising the alarm that the work might fail to 
expand or even be abandoned. The inevitable assumption of this was that 
the fault lay with the members of the Church. In July 1909 an editorial 
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noted: 
It must be so mortifying to the missionarier 
at the front to feel that they carmot make 
the necessary advances when opportunities 
occur, because the stay-at-home Christians 
are too indolent or too selfish to provide 
the money that is needed. 
These were not new sentiments. The problem drew a similar comment two 
decades earlier. "Why do we fail?" asked one ccjmmentator. 
...because of the apathy of the many who 
profess some sort of allegiance, more or 
less, to the Lord Jesus. The spirit of 
apathy which curses the Church of Christ 
in so many directions is the greatest 
enemy of missionary work... 
...we fail because of lack of sympathetic 
effort. Too many are content to hear 
about missionary work, yet make no attempt 
to help it. 
This was surely to be the question. The lack of financial 
support for the Church's missionary outreach was correctly attributed 
to apathy. But the soul searching seems to have stopped short of 
asking why apathy was so widespread, or why Christians who did so little 
to support Aboriginal missions tolerated - indeed participated in - the 
very process the missionaries were in part attempting to overcome. The 
fact is that there was a serious deficiency in the whole process of 
which collecting money ought to have been but one not very significant 
aspect. A recent writer referring to that deficiency in another but 
related content said: 
[The Churches] did so little to challenge the 
prevailing mood and actions. It was that they 
mirrored society too much and Christ too little 
or too vaguely. Their efforts were pastoral and 
priestly rather than prophetic, institution 
building rather than policy making. 
In effect the Australian Board of Missions announced what the 
Church's missionary vision was and assumed that the members would respond 
respond with Amens and pounds as a matter of course. In the circumstances 
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it was at least as important to attempt to overcome the apathy of Anglican 
Australians as it was to shield the Aborigines from exploitation. There 
is no certainty that a better financial response would have been the 
outcome of a prophetic stance in the community. The Australian Board of 
Missions might have lost what little support it did have, but experience 
has shown that whenever the Church takes such a risk, financial problems 
are not the only feature of Church life that is rectified. 
Given the need for a prophetic approach to the whole Anglican 
malaise. Cribble's demands upon the precarious resources of the Australian 
Board of Missions were providential, if vexing. They contributed to a 
potential crisis in which the Australian Board of Missions and the whole 
Anglican priesthood would have to choose between the Law and the Prophets 
between propping up the respectability of society or reforming it. This 
crisis was averted by Cribble's medical evacuation from Yarrabah in 1909, 
and by the illness which resulted in a rapid succession of superintendents 
which made it necessary for the definitive role in policy making to pass 
to the Australian Board of Missions and for the superintendent to be the 
executive of Australian Board of Missions' policy. There is no 
suggestion here that such a development was undesirable. It simply 
indicates how the crisis of authority was settled. 
The Yarrabah experience stimulated comprehensive thinking about 
missions and their relation to the Church. When Gilbert White, who was a 
member of the Corresponding Committee when Yarrabah was first settled, 
became Bishop of Carpentaria, he took steps to involve his diocese in 
missionary work. He later wrote a report on the foundation of the Mltchel 
River Mission and the assumption of responsibility for the Torres Straits 
mission which had been founded by the London Missionary Society.^^ The 
report shows how clearly he had thought out the implications of the 
undertakings - probably by way of avoiding the problems of the Yarrabah 
experience. His unconditional acceptance of Australian Board of Missions' 
authority committed missionaries to policies devised by people a long way 
removed in body and soul from the frontier of exploitation and resistance. 
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The following are extracts from the report: 
"The starting of an Aboriginal Mission on the Gulf of 
Carpentaria had been in my mind ever since my consecration... 
In the infant state of the Diocese and its poverty I could not 
possibly have undertaken the responsibility had I not regarded 
the mission as the work and responsibility of the whole Church 
expressed through the Australian Board of Missions... 
When the Mission was founded I reported to the Australian Board 
of Missions and said that both I and the Diocese of Carpentaria 
would help in every possible way. With regard to the working 
of the Mission. I always regarded myself as the agent of the 
Australian Board of Missions. I visited the Mission once a year, 
kept a close hand on the superintendent, who was inclined to 
incur unauthorised expenditure for food, telling him that he must 
keep within certain limits etc... 
In 1900 the London Missionary Society said that they wished to 
withdraw from the Torres Straits Islands and asked me to take the 
over. This I definitely declined to do on the sole authority 
of the Diocese and said that I must consult the Church at large 
on such an important step... 
I regarded [the missions at Mitchell River and the Torres Straits 
from the beginning as Missions of the Australian Church worked fc 
the Church by the Bishop and Diocese of Carpentaria as representj 
the Church in Northern Australia. I did not regard them in any v 
as the special and private property of the Diocese or Bishop, on] 
in so far as it and he were agents of the Board of Missions." 
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